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Effects-based operations (EBO) 
are a spin-off of network-centric 
warfare (NCW). Hence, many of 
its premises are largely unproven, 

if not outright false. EBO and NCW pro-
ponents essentially see war as a business. 
They do not share the Clausewitzian view of 
the nature of war and have also embraced a 
deeply flawed systems approach for assessing 
situations and identifying centers of gravity.

The effects-based approach to warfare 
is heavily dependent on mathematical 
methods for predicting and measuring 

effects. This increasing trend toward using 
various metrics to assess essentially unquan-
tifiable aspects of warfare only reinforces 
the unrealistic views of many that warfare 
is a science rather than both an art and a 
science. EBO proponents also claim that 
their concept is based on the tenets of 
operational warfare. However, EBO is in 
fact the antithesis of operational thinking 
and practice. Operational terms are used as 
ornaments rather than in ways that articu-
late their true meaning. Worse, various well 
understood and commonly accepted terms 

are redefined to emphasize effects in lieu of 
objectives and tasks.

Objectives and Tasks 
The terms aims, goals, and objectives 

are often used interchangeably. Aims and Milan Vego is Professor of Operations in the Joint Military Operations Department in the Naval War College.
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EffECTs-bAsEd OpERATiONs (EBO) 

and their associated planning constructs 

are controversial topics in the Armed Forces 

today. U.S. Joint Forces Command has been 

developing this concept for over 5 years, and, 

to the same degree as the Standing Joint 

Force Headquarters established in each of the 

regional combatant commands, integration 

and application vary widely. While this may 

be considered normal for military cultural 

evolution, EBO is especially thorny because 

of its work force demands and complexity, 

which even U.S. Joint Forces Command’s Joint 

Warfighting Center admits to being “convo-

luted.” The roots of EBO can be traced to the 

pre-World War II Air Corps Tactical School at 

Maxwell Field—and in truth, not much in the 

concept is new. In fact, some insist that it is 

merely a supplemental methodology. Acceler-

ating technological capabilities have permit-

ted leaps in both information management 

and precision applications of force, perhaps 

enabling new strategies and certainly facilitat-

ing faster and more accurate actions. Nev-

ertheless, as in the interwar years, resources 

are scarce and devoted to many initiatives, 

highlighting the need to balance effectiveness 

with efficiency. 

This said, the “concept” of EBO has 

remained largely just that—a conceptual con-

struct. Joint Doctrine, bound by a paradigm 

that limits doctrinal treatment to extant capa-

bilities, has introduced the idea of effects and 

an effects-based approach to planning and 

assessment in mature revision efforts to key 

publications (Joint Publications 3-0 and 5-0). It 

has addressed the construct as “small letter” 

variants, far short of the larger EBO construct. 

The point of selecting Professor Vego’s 

critique is to elevate debate and encourage 

adaptation. There are at least two sides to 

every story, and we hope that JFQ readers 

can benefit from the best aspects of this 

operational practice. Letters to the editor are 

encouraged as this Commentary selection is 

expected to catalyze thought and precipitate 

other views of this “emerging doctrine.”

D.H. Gurney

Effects-based  
Operations: 
A Critique
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goals are by nature ambiguous, open-ended, 
and difficult or impossible to measure. 
Accordingly, military planning and execution 
cannot be based on them. Moreover, they 
lack elements that can be used to measure 
progress toward their ultimate accomplish-
ment. Aims and goals must therefore be 
replaced with something much more specific: 
objectives (or objects).

An objective is composed of compo-
nent parts—called tasks—that collectively 
lead to its accomplishment. Tasks are those 
measurable entities that allow the com-
mander to determine the rate of progress. 
A task answers the question of what needs 
to be done, while the objective (or purpose) 
answers the why. The linkage between the 
objective and its constituent tasks cannot 
be arbitrarily severed without serious 
consequences to the ability to accomplish 
the objective. Because of their large scope 
and complexity, operational or strategic 
objectives are usually divided into groups 
of related main tasks, each of which is 
composed of component (or partial) tasks. 
Determining too few tasks is bound to lead 
to the failure to accomplish the objective. 
Adding new tasks without changing or 
modifying the objective or having larger 
resources leads to so-called mission creep, 
which, in turn, leads to a disconnect 
between ends and means and could have 
fatal consequences.

One of the most important tenets of 
operational warfare is having an unwavering 
focus on accomplishing the objective. Almost 
all aspects of operational warfare are related 
either directly or indirectly to the objective 
to be accomplished. Therefore, reducing 
its importance or arbitrarily changing its 
content will reduce warfare to simply firing 
at selected targets or target sets. It would ulti-
mately not only eliminate operational art but 
also tacticize both policy and strategy. This 
negative trend is well under way in the U.S. 
military today.

In determining a military objective, 
the enemy’s factors of space, time, and 
force must be fully taken into account. 
Once the objective is chosen, it must be 
properly balanced with one’s own factors 
of space, time, and force, collectively called 
operational factors in planning a campaign 
or major operation. The objective to be 
accomplished—not the level of command, 
as is often assumed—determines whether 
the war is fought at the tactical, operational, 

or strategic level. The objective is the prin-
cipal factor in determining the method of 
combat force employment (tactical actions, 
major operations, and campaigns). Opera-
tional and strategic objectives are normally 
accomplished through major operations 
and campaigns, respectively. The objective 
also determines the content of, and mutual 
relationships among, individual elements of 
operational warfare, such as concentration, 
critical factors and centers of gravity, maneu-
ver, fires, point of culmination, deception, 
sequencing, synchronization, branches and 
sequels, and reserves.

Effects versus Objectives
In contrast to the objective and tasks, 

effects are far less specific; thus, like aims 
and goals, they cannot serve as the basis 
for military planning and execution. For 
instance, effects to be attained cannot be used 
as the basis for planning when one intends to 
seize a geographic location such as a capital, 
island, or territory. Nor do effects have 
attributes that are associated with objectives, 
such as destroying, neutralizing, annihilating, 
defending, controlling, seizing, capturing, or 
maintaining. These attributes in combination 
with tasks are reliable indicators of whether 
actions are unfolding as planned and the 
objective is being accomplished. EBO pro-
ponents also ignore the fact that any military 
objective, once accomplished, would generate 
certain effects, in terms of space and time, on 
enemy, friendly, and neutral sides.

Proponents differentiate between direct 
and indirect effects. Direct effects can be 
physical, functional, collateral, and physi-
ological. Indirect effects can be functional, 
collateral, cascading, systemic, cumulative, 
and physiological; they can also be second-, 
third-, or fourth-order effects. Predicting 
direct first-order effects is difficult enough; 
going several steps farther to try to predict 
second-, third-, or fourth-order effects, as 
EBO proponents do, is a practical impos-
sibility. There are simply too many variables. 
A slight change in the conditions of a single 
entity can generate unpredictable effects, 
desired and undesired.

Advocates explain that the first step 
in effects-based operations is to determine 
objectives, and the next is to designate the 
effects necessary to accomplish the objec-
tives. The last step is to determine tasks, 
variously defined as actions that generate 
effects or as directing friendly actions.1 To 
make room for effects, EBO advocates have 
arbitrarily changed what is commonly under-
stood as the task. Another problem is the 
insertion of effects between the objective and 
what they call actions. The logical thing is to 
predict effects after—not before—the accom-
plishment of the objective (see figure 1).

The most difficult prediction is what 
physical actions must be accomplished to 
generate desired behavioral effects over a 
period of time. This is especially complicated 
at the operational and strategic levels of 
war because of the dynamic mix of tangible 
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and intangible elements. The effect of one’s 
actions on the enemy’s political leadership or 
operational commander cannot be predicted 
accurately. Neither can one precisely antici-
pate the psychological effect on the enemy’s 
will to fight or the attitude of the populace, 
particularly when the enemy’s political and 
military culture is different from one’s own, 

as seen in Afghanistan and in the postcombat 
phase of the war in Iraq. Intelligence simply 
cannot predict key aspects of the enemy’s 
strategic behavior.

The duration and intensity of the 
effects cannot be easily determined, much 
less measured. Like operational and strategic 
surprises, the duration of effect is relatively 
short. But unlike most surprises, planners 
will most often be unaware of the effect of 
a certain action at the time when quick and 
decisive action is needed to take advantage 
of the newly created situation. Even when 
the objective is used as the basis for opera-
tional planning, the effects of actions on the 
adversary are highly unpredictable and can 
be detrimental to one’s strategic purpose, as 
with the German invasion of Poland in Sep-
tember 1939 and the Japanese surprise attack 
on Pearl Harbor in December 1941.

The effect of the physical destruction 
of the enemy’s infrastructure or military 
power is hard to anticipate and even harder 
to measure. In the American air bombing 
of North Vietnam from February 1965 to 
October 1968 (Operation Rolling Thunder), 
there was a disconnect between predicted 
and actual effects, indicators, measures, 

analysis, and feedback. The desired effect 
was to compel the North, under the pressure 
of aerial bombardment and hindering the 
flow of men and materiel through attacks 
against the transportation system, to cease 
its support to the Vietcong insurgency. Some 
90 percent of the effort was against trans-
portation-related and interdiction targets. 
Yet despite all the efforts, in January 1968 
an estimated 70,000 North Vietnamese and 
Vietcong launched the Tet offensive. Opera-
tion Rolling Thunder had failed to effectively 
reduce the flow of men and supplies the 
enemy needed to support operations in the 
south or to compel the North Vietnamese 
leadership to cease its support of insurgents 
there. The operation damaged the North’s 
small industrial base and rudimentary 
transportation system, but it did not achieve 
its stated objective. Both the civilian and 
military leadership miscalculated the effect of 

Rolling Thunder. They believed the threat of 
industrial devastation would compel Hanoi 
to end the war.2

The biggest problem with effects at 
the operational and strategic levels is that 
they are the levels where intangible elements 
are the most critical for success. Tangible 
elements of the situation are normally 
(although not always) possible to quantify. 
Intangibles are hard or impossible to quan-
tify with certainty. Nowhere is that more 
true than at the operational and strategic 
levels, where intangibles encompassing not 
only military but also nonmilitary sources 
of power abound. At the strategic level, the 
degree and robustness of public support for 
the war, the leadership’s will to persevere, 
and alliance or coalition cohesion cannot be 
satisfactorily quantified.

Traditional versus Systems Approach
The tactical, operational, and strategic 

military situations are differentiated based on 
the scale of the objective. Any military sce-
nario consists of three overlapping and inter-
related situations: the enemy’s, one’s own, 
and the neutrals’. The larger the objective, 
the larger and more complex the situation. 
Furthermore, the military situation is com-
posed of tangible and intangible elements. 
Nonmilitary aspects of the situation are 
always present, especially at the operational 
and strategic levels (see figure 2).

In contrast to the traditional approach, 
EBO advocates insist that the best way of 
evaluating the military situation is what 
they call a systems approach.3 They do not 
distinguish situations based on the objectives 
to be accomplished. Instead, they use the 
term operational environment, as defined 
in Joint Publication 5–0, Joint Operation 
Planning (OE): “the air, land, sea, space, and 
associated adversary, friendly, and neutral 
systems (political, military, economic, 
social, information, infrastructure, legal, and 
others), which are relevant for specific joint 
operation.”

Currently, an operational environment 
is composed of political, military, economic, 
social, infrastructure, and information 
(PMESII) systems. Each system, in turn, is 
broken into two primary elements, nodes and 
links. Nodes are defined as tangible elements 
(people, materiel, facilities) within a system 
that can be targeted. Links are the behavioral 
and functional relationships between nodes, 
establishing interconnectivity between them, 

in Operation Rolling Thunder, there was a disconnect 

between predicted and actual effects, indicators, measures, 

analysis, and feedback
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which allows functioning as a system to 
achieve specific behavior. Analysts link nodes 
with sufficient detail to inform the joint force 
commander of potential key nodes—those 
nodes that, when acted on, are likely to 
produce systemic effects in the operational 
environment. Key nodes will probably be 
linked to, or reside in, multiple systems. EBO 
advocates believed that every system can be 
analyzed by using node-link analysis. 

EBO proponents assume that so-called 
nodes and links can be determined with 
certainty and that the effect of one’s actions 
on enemy nodes is more or less linear. 
They believe these actions can be precisely 
calibrated to produce desired effects. The 
effects-based approach to warfare is not 
much different from the failed “geometrical” 
or “mathematical” school that dominated 
European military thinking in the late 18th 
century. A system-of-systems view of the 
situation resembles an architectural design 
rather than a description of the real world, 
which is highly complex and dynamic. Yet 
the military situation cannot be viewed, 
much less properly analyzed, as some kind 

of system. Humans are not 
machines. The enemy has 
his own will and may not 
behave as one wishes. He is 
bound to respond to one’s 
actions. He is not devoid 
of emotions. He can react 
unpredictably and irratio-
nally. Thus, in fact, EBO 
proponents are trying to 
take the art out of warfare 
and substitute it with 
science. This is the best 
proof that the entire EBO 
approach to warfare rests 
on faulty foundations.

Operational 
Decisionmaking

EBO proponents are 
also drastically changing 
the methods traditionally 
used to reach a sound 
decision. Many advocates 
rarely consider the proven 
process of the command-
er’s estimate of the situa-
tion. By inserting and then 
highlighting effects, the 
content of several steps 
of the estimate has been 

significantly changed. To make matters 
more complicated, proponents have added 
what they call system-of-systems analysis 
(SoSA) to the joint intelligence preparation 
of the battlefield (JIPB) process as part of the 
commander’s estimate of the situation.

Proponents claim that JIPB and SoSA 
have identical purposes: to give joint force 
commanders sufficient situational aware-
ness of the operational environment to 
accomplish their missions. The differences 

are primarily a matter of scope, emphasis, 
and form; JIPB supposedly focuses more 
on enemy military capabilities and geogra-
phy, while SoSA expands its assessment to 
nongeographic dimensions and can extend 
beyond the battlespace to the political, eco-
nomic, informational, and other domains. 
SoSA devotes more analysis to subjects of 
interest to the entire interagency community, 
especially with regard to human behavior.4 
However, JIPB, when properly conducted, 

encompasses a detailed analysis of both 
military and nonmilitary elements of the 
situation. Adding SoSA while at the same 
time retaining the JIPB process will make 
decisionmaking processes not simpler and 
more effective, but just the opposite.

Supposedly, depicting node-link rela-
tionships graphically helps planners discover 
decisive points against which the joint force 
can act. Actually, the nodes are these decisive 
points, a fact that apparently escapes the 
EBO proponents. By depicting a system’s 
capabilities as a combination of intercon-
nected nodes and links, analysis can enhance 
joint force commanders’ understanding of 
which capabilities are most critical to system 
performance or behavior and, in turn, which 
are most vulnerable to friendly influence. 
However, the nodes might be wrongly deter-
mined; such a mistake might affect the use of 
one’s power against other nodes, or it might 
not generate a ripple effect. In addition, the 
strength of the links could be improperly 
assessed initially, or links and nodes might 
undergo changes during combat that are not 
noticed by the planners in timely fashion.

In the effects-based approach, a major 
part of the mission analysis seems to center 
on determination of effects. This step is made 
unnecessarily complex and difficult. More-
over, many elements of the mission analysis 
have nothing to do with it. For instance, the 
mission analysis, as the title implies, should 
not include determination of the friendly 
and enemy’s (or “adversary”) centers of 
gravity. Proponents highlight the need to use 
language that clearly distinguishes effects 
from objectives and tasks. Yet they define 
objectives for “prescribing goals” while tasks 
“direct friendly action.” However, both 
definitions differ from those traditionally 
accepted and commonly known. They also 

confuse the purpose and objective as two dif-
ferent things, when they are in fact identical.

Another major problem with adopt-
ing the effects-based approach is that the 
traditional content of the mission statement 
is fundamentally changed. Normally, any 
well-written mission statement is composed 
of two parts: the tasks, followed by the 
purpose (objective). By redefining tasks as 
actions and inserting effects, EBO advocates 
make the mission statement far more dif-

EBO proponents are trying to take the art out of warfare 

and substitute it with science
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ficult to articulate concisely and clearly. 
The mission will be composed of a mix of a 
specific purpose with far fewer specific ele-
ments—effects. In short, advocates would 
fundamentally change the principal product 
of the mission analysis—the restated mission, 
as well as the commander’s intent, which is 
based on the restated mission. Articulating a 
sound mission statement and commander’s 

intent is often poorly done. The effects-
based approach will not make it easier. This 
problem is compounded by the apparent 
confusion on the part of many EBO propo-
nents on which elements are tasks, effects, 
and objectives; they are often understood and 
expressed almost identically.

In the effects-based approach, course 
of action development encompasses not 
only the development of friendly courses of 
action, but also the analysis (wargaming of 
friendly and enemy courses of action), com-
parison, and selection of the most optimal 
course of action. Clearly, too many steps of 
the estimate of the situation are crammed 
into a single step, complicating the process 
significantly. 

Systems Approach and Center of 
Gravity

EBO advocates apparently believe 
in the great value of the concept of center 

of gravity for sound planning. The third 
draft of Joint Publication 5–0 correctly 
defines center of gravity as comprising “the 
characteristics, capabilities, and/or sources 
of power from which a system derives its 
freedom of action, physical strength, and 
will to fight.” Despite this sound defini-
tion, EBO proponents’ understanding of 
what constitutes center of gravity is deeply 

flawed. They have essentially adopted the 
systems approach of Colonel John Warden, 
USAF (Ret.), and his “five-ring model.” 
Like Warden, EBO proponents, with their 
PMESII construct, believe that there are 
multiple centers of gravity in any system. 
The purpose of SoSA is to identify what they 
call adversary and friendly centers of gravity, 
to include key systems, nodes, and links and 
their relationships to each other. In the view 
of EBO proponents, centers of gravity in a 
given system may consist of what they call a 
key node, but typically they will encompass a 
number of key nodes and links that comprise 
a subsystem within a system. The EBO pro-
ponents assert that key nodes are related to 
“a strategic or operational effect or center of 
gravity.” To make the situation more confus-
ing, they claim that key nodes “may become 
decisive points for military operations”5 (see 
figure 3). In short, they imply that effects, 
centers of gravity, and decisive points have 

the same meaning. Proponents also explain 
that a center of gravity would typically 
encompass a number of key nodes and links 
that comprise a subsystem within a system. 
The number and strength of links to a node 
or set of nodes can be indicators of a poten-
tial center of gravity. They also clearly imply 
that there are numerous centers of gravity.

Nowhere do EBO proponents link the 
objective to be accomplished with the cor-
responding center of gravity. Yet a center 
of gravity cannot be considered in isolation 
from the objective. It is the objective that 
determines the situation and subsequently 
the level and scope of the analysis of enemy 
and friendly critical strengths and weak-
nesses. A center of gravity is invariably found 
among enemy or friendly critical strengths, 
not critical weaknesses or critical vulner-
abilities. Hence, a center of gravity is not 
location/place, some critical weakness/vul-
nerability, or decisive point. Nor is it found 
among those critical strengths that lack the 
ability to physically or otherwise endanger 
the enemy’s center of gravity, such as logis-
tics; command, control, communications, 
computers; and intelligence; and nodes.

If center of gravity is disconnected 
from the objective to be accomplished, 
as in SoSA, there is no larger purpose to 
which everything must be subordinate. In 
fact, objectives serve to limit the number of 
centers of gravity against which major parts 
of one’s efforts must be directed. The higher 
the level of war, the fewer are the objec-
tives to be accomplished and the fewer the 
centers of gravity. In a campaign, there is a 
single theater (or military) strategic center 
of gravity because there is a single ultimate 
strategic objective. For each intermediate-
operational objective in a campaign, there 
is a single operational center of gravity. The 
entire concept of center of gravity loses its 
meaning when a major part of one’s effort is 
not focused against specific centers of gravity. 
The proper application of this concept also 
ensures the application of the principle of 
economy of effort.

Operational Planning and Execution
EBO advocates propound a different 

approach to campaign planning. The regres-
sive (or inverse) method used for planning 
campaigns and major operations based on 
the objectives to be accomplished is, for all 
practical purposes, abandoned. The focus 
is given almost exclusively to effects, not to 

a center of gravity cannot be considered in isolation from 

the objective
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intermediate (operational or major tacti-
cal) and ultimate (strategic or operational) 
objectives and other elements of operational 
design, such as balancing operational factors 
and identifying enemy and friendly critical 
factors and centers of gravity. Normally, for 
a campaign or major operation intended to 
end hostilities, the highest political leader-
ship issuing a strategic guidance should also 
include the desired strategic endstate. The 
latter is defined as a set of diplomatic, infor-
mational, military, and economic aspects 
of the strategic situation that the Nation’s 
or alliance/coalition’s leadership wants to 
see after the end of hostilities. Expressed in 
EBO terms, the desired (strategic) endstate 
is in fact the strategic effect that should be 
achieved to bring political victory in a con-
flict (see figure 4). The desired endstate, in 
turn, serves as a starting point to determine 
strategic objectives, which are also part of 
strategic guidance. The combatant com-
mander normally determines theater-strate-
gic objectives based on the military strategic 
objectives determined by the national leader-
ship. However, experience shows that the 
politico-military leadership in issuing its 
strategic guidance rarely if ever provided the 
theater commander what can be understood 
as the desired (strategic) endstate.

In contrast, EBO proponents intend to 
use a different logic in the planning process. 
They say that in designing a campaign, 
a combatant or component commander 
provides objectives that describe the desired 
effects. Once these effects are defined, plan-

ners devise a framework consisting of the 
elements comprising each effect. After the 
quantifiable measures have been applied to 
the effects, tasks are assigned to subordinates. 
Campaign phasing will be based on the 
effects achieved not dependent on the accom-
plishment of the intermediate-operational 
objectives. Effects identified for enemies, 
friendlies, and neutrals would supposedly be 

used as criteria for entering the next phase of 
a campaign. Normally, accomplishing inter-
mediate objectives in a campaign determines 
phasing. Why the effects on neutrals should 
be a major factor in phasing one’s campaign 
is difficult to explain or understand.

Effect Assessment
The principal methods used for the 

analysis of PMESII systems is the so-called 
operational net assessment (ONA)—a 
process and product that integrates people, 
processes, and tools by using multiple infor-
mation sources and collaborative analysts to 
build a shared holistic knowledge based on 
the operational environment. ONA suppos-
edly provides a more comprehensive view 
of the commander’s area of responsibility; it 
allows the commander to gain better insight 
into complex relationships, interdependen-
cies, strengths, and vulnerabilities within and 
throughout the adversary’s political struc-
ture, military capabilities, economic system, 

social structure, and information and infra-
structure networks. ONA relies on a com-
prehensive system-of-systems understanding 
of the operational environment’s PMESII 
analysis.6 ONA uses various quantitative and 
qualitative measurements to assess whether 
predicted effects are actually achieved and 
one’s actions are progressing as intended. 
Quantitative measurements are actually 

preferred because they are supposedly far less 
susceptible to subjective judgment. Yet the 
fact is that both quantitative and qualitative 
measurements are equally subject to political 
manipulation, mirror-imaging, and biases. 
A more serious deficiency of the assessment 
concept is its almost total lack of sound intel-
lectual framework. EBO proponents assume 
that the effects of one’s actions could be pre-
cisely measured and almost instantaneously 
known to decisionmakers. This is highly 
unlikely. This heavy reliance on various 
quantifying measurements and fast feedback 
raises the issue of the utility of the effects-
based approach, especially at the operational 
and strategic levels of war.

An effects-based approach to warfare 
in its essence represents application of the 
targeteering approach to warfare across 
all levels. It has proven highly successful 
in attacking various components of the 
enemy’s infrastructure, such as the land 
transportation network, maritime trade, and 
the electricity grid. It makes perfect sense 
to attack not all potential tangible elements 
of a certain network, but only those nodes 
that, if destroyed or neutralized, would cause 
a ripple or cascading effect throughout the 
network. The effects-based approach can 
also be highly effective in attacking enemy 
information systems, and computer networks 
in particular.

However, things are significantly 
more complex when using the effects-based 
approach at the operational and strategic 
levels of war. The mix of tangible and intan-
gible elements, combined with ever-present 
uncertainties, friction, and the unpredict-
ability of the human element, makes the 
effects-based approach largely irrelevant. 
Tactical methods and procedures cannot be 
successfully applied at the operational and 
strategic levels. The accomplishment of a 
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strategic or operational objective requires dif-
ferent methods of combat force employment 
and, therefore, different methods of planning 
and execution.

By inserting effects along with proce-
dures for their prediction and measurement 
between the objective and the tasks, EBO 
advocates have in effect weakened the impor-
tance of objectives in the decisionmaking 
and planning process. Yet unless the link 
between objectives and subordinate tasks is 
maintained at all times, there is no proper 
way to measure progress toward mission 
accomplishment. Hence, it is simply wrong 
to sever that link by inserting effects and 
redefining the task as an action. Based on 
logic and common sense alone, it is hard to 
see the value of placing inherently ambiguous 
effects between far more specific and measur-
able objectives and tasks.

The highly complex situations found 
at the operational and strategic levels of war 
cannot be arbitrarily and artificially reduced 
to six or more systems, with these systems 
further reduced to what EBO enthusiasts call 
nodes, links, vulnerabilities, and interdepen-
dencies. As with any machine, any errors in 
determining nodes or links (and errors are 
inevitable) would cause ripples and largely 
undesired effects throughout the so-called 
system. An attack against a specific node 
carried out at the wrong time or in an inap-
propriate way could also generate unwanted 
consequences. Moreover, the enemy has 
a will of his own and could react indepen-

dently, unpredictably, and even irrationally. 
EBO proponents apparently ignore these 
well-known facts.

Properly applied, traditional decision-
making and planning processes incorporate 
all the supposed advantages of the effects-
based approach. EBO proponent claims that 
operational planning as currently applied 
cannot ensure the synchronized employment 
of both military and nonmilitary sources 
of power are only partially true. Current 
planning procedures are designed to ensure 
that all instruments of national power are 
properly sequenced and synchronized in a 
campaign. Because these procedures may not 
be followed or may be poorly applied does 
not mean they need to be abandoned.

The increasing emphasis on metrics 
and indicators is a trend in the wrong direc-
tion. Even at the tactical level, it is difficult 
to predict, much less precisely measure, 
effects because of the mix of tangible and 
intangible elements in the situation and 
human actions and reactions. The progress 
of a major operation or campaign cannot be 
precisely measured by using various quantifi-
able methods, no matter how advanced the 
methods might be. Apparently, advocates of 
effects-based operations learned little from 
the pitiful experiences of the United States 
in using various mathematical methods to 
assess the progress of the war in Vietnam. To 
be sure, there is value in applying mathemati-
cal analysis in many areas, but that is primar-
ily true in the design of weapons and sensors, 

and, to some degree, at the tactical level. The 
higher the level of war, the more difficult it 
is to apply these methods as a guide for the 
commander’s decisions and subsequent plan-
ning.  JFQ
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